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BACKGROUND TO URCOT 


The Union Research Centre on Organisation and Technology Limited (URCOT) is an 
independent research centre affiliated with the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. It 
was established jointly by the Community and Public Sector Union and the Australian 
Taxation Office to undertake work place research which would assist union and management 
representatives involved in major projects involving organisational and technological change. 


STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 
a URCOT is a research centre committed to undertaking rigorous research and ~*~ 


development work which can be subjected to independent, professional scrutiny. 


7 URCOT works collaboratively with workers, their unions and management to improve 
working environments and organisational effectiveness. 

° URCOT promotes and develops workers’ participation in shaping organisational and 
technological change. 

° URCOT provides formal teaching, supervision, seminars and conferences, on topics 


related to organisational and technological change, for unionists, students and the 
general public. 

° Its research outcomes are published for trade union, corporate and academic 
audiences. 


a e. 


URCOT produces six kinds of publication: 


Newsletters: Provide an overview of URCOT activities; published six times a year. 


Project Reports: Have a fairly specific audience and are produced regularly from 
projects once Investigative Work Groups (IWGs) are established. 


Project Briefings: Brief documents providing literature review, particular feedback or 
ideas in the context of an ongoing project. 


Research Reports: Substantial reports on the outcomes of each of the major projects. 


Working Papers: Ad hoc, to disseminate material which has emerged from activities 
alongside the major projects. 


Miscellaneous: Includes various kinds of resource materials, such as Handbooks, 
Checklists, Information Fact Sheets etc. 


If you would like further information about any of URCOT’s research activities or other 
URCOT Publications, please contact one of the URCOT staff - Bruce Wilson, Grant Odgers, 
Patsy Segall, Peter Ewer, or Karen Davies — at Level 1, 171 La Trobe Street, Melbourne, Vic. 
3000. Tel: (03) 9663 4555, Fax: (03) 9663 4443, E-mail: urcot@rmit.edu.au. Home Page: 
http://minyos.its.rmitEDU.AU/~zkaren/URCOTWeb 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR 


Gyorgy Széll has been a full Professor of Sociology at the University of Osnabruck 
since 1973 and Vice President of the University since 1995. He was also co-founding 
Director of the Institute for Migration Research and Cultural Studies and of the 
interdisciplinary research group ‘Third World - Development and Environment’, 
Founding Director of the Europe Research Institute and of the Japan Research 
Centre at the University of Osnabruck, and the Asia-Europe-Pacific Institute. 


Contact Details: Universitat Osnabruck, Department of Social Sciences, 
D-49069 Osnabruck/Germany. 

Tel: +49-541-969-4614 & 4606, Fax: +49-541-969-4600. 

Email: gszell@rz.uni-osnabrueck.de 


ABSTRACT 


The globalisation of markets, the concentration of capital, the European integration, 
the technological revolution and lean management set the productive forces free and 
led to an enormous increase of productivity on the one hand and to a redistribution of 
productive forces around the globe on the other hand. While ‘flexibility’ is the slogan 
used by management, short-term, part time and non-standardised jobs spread more 
and more. These job-holders are rarely unionised. 


International competition has been largely increased through this globalisation of 
many markets and services over the past decades. Many small and medium sized 
companies now have to face these challenges and works councils and unions are 
often badly prepared. At the same time environmental issues have become essential 
for the survival of humankind. 


All this is a substantial challenge for industrial and labour relations. Employment, 
regarded as the basis for social reproduction and social relationships, is not 
guaranteed anymore in Europe; we now approach an American or even a Third- 
World situation. Naturally this is also a challenge for research and for the trade 
unions. 


These issues are addressed in this paper by Gyorgy Szeéll from a European 
perspective. 


INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 


Work has been questioned over the last couple of decades, as no longer being the 
central aspect of societal reproduction. As early as 1980 André Gorz proclaimed the 
dual society with a heteronomous and an autonomous sector. Dependent work 
should be reduced to a minimum in the first sector, whereas the society — one could 
say the civil society — is reproduced in a self-determined way in the second sector. 
‘Ways to paradise’ or the communist dream seemed technologically and politically 
feasible (Gorz 1983). The German author Ulrich Beck pointed out in 1986 that the 
employment crisis questions the social contract between the state and its citizens 
and therefore touches all of us. He proposed in a similar way to Gorz a new third 
sector where free, socially useful work would be shared by job owners and 
unemployed. 


The globalisation of markets, the concentration of capital, the European integration, 
the technological revolution, and lean management set the productive forces free and 
led to an enormous increase of productivity on the one hand and to a redistribution of 
productive forces around the globe on the other hand. While ‘flexibility’ is the slogan 
used by management, short-term, part time and non-standardised jobs spread more 
and more. These job-holders are rarely unionised. 


International competition has been largely increased through this globalisation of 
many markets and services over the past decades. Many small and medium sized 
companies now have to face these challenges and works councils and unions are 
often badly prepared. 


At the same time environmental issues have become essential for the survival of 
humankind. The economy plays a central role in regard to the production and 
consumption of goods and services. The answers to the six W-questions: ‘What will 
be produced, where, when, for whom, by whom and how?’ will be crucial in shaping 
environmental outcomes. Since the UN report ‘Our common future’ (Brundtland 
1987) and the UN Rio-Conference on Development and the Environment in 1992 
sustainable development is the aim to be realised. 


This is not only an issue of macro politics and macro economics but of the individual 
and of each company as well. Total quality management has to go more and more in 
hand with ecological management, because most of the parameters are identical. 


As the ecological challenges are not restricted to one company, one region or one 
nation, co-operation on these levels has become a necessary complement. 
Competition still has to play an important role for the improvement of production 
processes, for the development of new products and services as well as their quality. 
But it should not be competition which is destructive. Competition has to be 
complemented by co-operation by giving access to the knowledge which is useful for 
the whole of humankind. Research and development, education and _ training, 
communication and media are the most prominent fields for such co-operation. 


‘Competitivity’ has become the central item within the economic relations between 


companies as well as between nations, especially within the triad North America - 
Japan - Europe. Since the Single European Market and in view of the common 
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currency area, the quality of industrial relations and participation have come more 
and more to the foreground to increase productivity in Europe. Europe, as in the rest 
of the world, has long-standing traditions in these fields - though culturally 
differentiated. Meeting the double challenge of external and internal competition in 
view of sustainable development and the quality of working life can only be managed 
by new training arrangements. The world’s wealth is its rich cultural and democratic 
heritage. Our specific training has to be based on these values. It has to include all 
levels within public and private companies, all sectors, all kinds of companies as well 
as all administrations. 


THE PROBLEM 


With the increasing economic, political and social integration in the world we are also 
confronted with a fundamental change in labour and industrial relations. Ecological 
and democratic challenges are relevant to this, adding to the Japanese and 
American challenges in the triad competition under the slogan of ‘lean management’. 
The directive for the introduction of European works councils is one example of new 
forms of industrial relations. Since the Hofstede studies in the seventies the question 
remains how far an integration in guarding the cultural specificities and identities will 
go. Is there a common European legacy to be defended? 


This situation is well understood in Europe and fortunately, we have a large increase 
in university courses and training centres. However, we do not yet have a training 
program which presents an approach from a global and not just a national 
perspective. 


To better understand the scope of action for unions and management | propose for 
further analysis the differentiation of this discussion into eight levels, from global to 
individual, and four fields of discourse. The analysis can then be applied to five 
distinct industry sectors. 


Eight Levels of Analysis 
Global 
European 
National 
Regional 
Company 
Department 


Pe AO ON giao 2G: US a 


Group 
8. Individual 
Each company has to analyse first what are the conditions for competition which 


determine the strategy. If a company produces mainly for the world market then the 
conditions are different from those of for example, a small consulting company with 
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only a local market. From this analysis depend also the possibilities for networking 
and co-operation. 


Four Fields of Analysis 


1 The Economy 

2. The Social/Psychological 
3. Politics/Law 

4. Culture 


Management within the company depends first of all on the economic framework. But 
increasingly we become aware that social and psychological moments play an ever 
growing role. Slogans like ‘social competence’ are an indicator of this phenomenon. 
But also the changing political and legal framework - from GATT to the European 
Monetary Union - are to be considered with care. Unions need specialists and 
permanent training to be able to match management in these fields. For a 
multinational company within different settings -— from post-socialist countries in 
Eastern- and Central Europe over Russia to the Newly Industrialised Economies - 
the cultural factors become a more and more complicated subject. Unionists in 
Europe must face this issue now with the European Works Councils. It is not only the 
language barrier which makes it so difficult to develop a common strategy but the 
whole historical background of specific industrial relations. 


The Five Sectors 


1. Agriculture/Mining 

2. Industry/Transport 

3. Private Services 

4. Public Services 

5. Education and Science 


Already the different rates of organisation and representation within the sectors make 
it very hard to develop strategies not only to speak on a national, but continental or 
even global level. Volkswagen Works Councils start to organise a World Works 
Council - but this raises questions about the relationships with their competitors in 
Europe, North America and Japan. Some sectors are apparently more touched than 
others. The public service, education, health are still largely national. Some have a 
special regime like agriculture, because in the rich countries they have well 
functioning lobbies. 


So, according to the way we look at the situation and to the structure of a market - if 
there is one - the scope of action within the companies is different. There is no best 
way, but each union, each works council, each body of shop stewards has to adapt 
its strategy to the given situation. So, before we develop counter-strategies or new 
strategies we need a very clear analysis of the circumstances which has to be 
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constantly improved. This does not exclude that it may be learnt from experiences by 
others, but the role of experts is limited in regard of knowledge transfer. 


THE SITUATION 


The contemporary global economic, political and cultural order has several important 
characteristics: 


1. It is marked by: Heterogenity, Complexity, Diversity. 
2. There are divergent interests on all levels and in all fields and sectors. 
3: To relate them is a problem of optimisation. This may be symbolised by the 
following Figure 1: 
Figure 1 
The First Triangle: Training — Participation — Productivity (TPP) 
Training 
Global 
Integration 
Participation Productivity 
4. The main social actors in this field are the management, the work-force and 


the state. This is another triangle as represented in Figure 2: 
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Figure 2 
The Second Triangle: Management — Work-force - The State (MWS) 


The State 
Global 
Integration 


Work-force Management 


5. Industrial Relations may be differentiated into three main types which leads 
us to a third triangle, which is also the so-called triade: 


Figure 3: 
The Third Triangle: The Triade 
America Europe 
Global 
Integration 
Japan 


These developments led to a very unequal distribution of benefits. In 1984 the 
Germans Horst Kern and Michael Schumann differentiated the employees into 
‘rationalisation winners’, ‘rationalisation sufferers’ and ‘rationalisation losers’. But the 
same holds true for the capital side. Whole industries in Europe close down where at 
the same time banks and insurance companies have the highest profits in their 
history. There is more capital than ever chasing around the globe in search of new 
super-profits (99 per cent of the one trillion dollars spent every day in the 
international financial markets is just for speculation. Some fifteen years ago the 
speculative part was only about 10 per cent. It seems that the prognosis - by Rudolf 
Hilferding and Rosa Luxemburg early this century — in regard to the dominance of the 
finance capital has finally come true.) 


At the same time Europe has reached the highest unemployment figures since the 
Second World War - though also very unequally distributed. We find regions with 
official unemployment figures of more than fifty per cent, others with less than five 
per cent. The European Commission reacted to this challenge with the White Book 
on Employment by Jacques Delors in 1993, and the Essen summit in December 
1994 and the Luxemburg summit in 1997 on employment. It was envisaged that the 
unemployment rate could be reduced by half by 2000 through the creation of jobs 
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mainly in new innovative sectors. But nothing has happened since then. The 
unemployment figures have increased. 


As neo-classical as the governments may be, the biggest employer in all societies 
remains the state. Even in Germany with a conservative government, which started 
in 1982 to reduce the state quota below 45 per cent of the Gross National Product 
(GNP), we have had a steady increase. Through bad government, not only the 
Eastern European states, but all Western states as well are in heavy financial crisis. 
The answer to this is a severe rationalisation policy with the reduction of state 
employment. In former years, the public sector absorbed redundancies from the 
agricultural and industrial sectors and increased the social services; now, it is 
claimed that this cannot be done anymore. Nevertheless, the social demands are 
expanding, precisely because of unemployment and the ongoing financial crisis. But 
the cuts also go deep into the ‘social net’ - as we call it in Germany. This leads to the 
crisis of the welfare state as well. 


The former socialist countries try ‘capitalism without capital’ (Széll 1994) - except the 
Mafia which has enough money. The result is that social disintegration and 
polarisation in Eastern and Central Europe as well as in the former Soviet Union has 
reached a depth never known previously. Europe is faced with new social barriers 
and walls which seem sometimes to be higher and harder than the former so-called 
Iron Curtain. 


All this is a substantial challenge for industrial and labour relations. Employment, 
regarded as the basis for social reproduction and social relationships, is not 
guaranteed anymore in Europe; we now approach an American or even a Third- 
World situation. Naturally this is also a challenge for research and for the trade 
unions. 


In many countries — like France - the trade unions are in trouble. Young people rarely 
join them any more, and the older are often made redundant. Their old strategies of 
sharing the increase in productivity and counter-balancing the inflation rate and at the 
same time defending jobs is attacked by employers everywhere. 


One of the key union strategies for overcoming unemployment in recent years has 
been the shortening of working time. Some countries like Germany have been 
relatively successful. The 35-hour week is rather widespread in industry. Otherwise 
we would have some two million more unemployed. The most progressive model is 
that of Volkswagen in Germany, where the workforce has for more than two years 
worked only four days per week, that is, 28.8 hours. This plan saved 20 per cent of 
the jobs. The proposal by the biggest single union in the world, the IG Metall, to 
reduce the weekly working time further to 32 hours throughout the metals industry in 
Germany has been refused bluntly by the employers. On the whole, the unions seem 
to be rather disarmed in the face of the return of 19th century type capitalism. 
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On the basis of this analysis it is now possible to formulate fourteen theses which 
contain the main elements for a sustainable socio-ecological development. 


The Fourteen Theses Are: 


1. 


12. 


13. 


The economy and productivity are not a sufficient aim in themselves; the 
target has to be sustainable development. 


The world’s cultural diversity is an advantage in international relations, 
because new economic, social, political and cultural ideas and structures are 
the outcome of ‘the clash of civilizations’. 


Global integration increases and accelerates processes which will happen 
anyway through the globalisation of the economies and cultures. 


If companies and unions prepare themselves for this as soon as possible 
they will be better armed. 


Though the information society will never exist - because you cannot eat 
bytes and bits - information technologies and their networking will 
fundamentally change industrial relations. Training in schools — why not even 
kindergartens? - universities and companies have to prepare for it. 


Participation in every field and on all levels of decision-making is a 
precondition for sustainable development, more productivity and higher 
quality of work and private life. 


No institution, no company, no individual is equal to another. (But some are 
more equal than others!) Solutions have to be specific. 


The differences between the levels and the fields of analysis are increasing 
within the process of globalisation. 


Multinationals today are at the forefront of these developments. 


Management and the workforce are as well trained for sustainable 
development as ever before in human history. 


The public services cannot be a hidden area anymore. Low productivity is 
paid for by the rest of the economy, and bad service by society. 


Public services have to compete more and more with private ones 
(privatisation) and therefore in general have to understand that - though 
there may be special tasks - they have the same problems in regard to 
quality, motivation, productivity and participation. 


Small and medium sized companies are particularly concerned by new and 
appropriate forms of Industrial Relations. 
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14. 


Industrial Relations is a special field for international co-operation as it 
concerns sustainable development and with it the future of the whole 
humankind. 


If the above fourteen theses are valid then out of them we may develop the following 
ten proposals for the future: 


The Ten Proposals Are: 


1. 


10. 


Training in Industrial Relations has to be a permanent process. Further 
education has to play a central role. 


Training in Industrial Relations has to include all levels of companies and 
administrations. 


It should also contribute to a fairer division of labour and a _ better 
understanding of gender relations. 


A global perspective based on our cultural and social heritage has to be a 
fundamental component of all training in Industrial Relations. This includes 
the need for a better knowledge of our common as well as of our divergent 
past. 


Training in Industrial Relations has to be focussed on_ sustainable 
development. 


Training has to be developed on a general base of targets and then adapted 
to the special needs of each level of society and company. 


A closer co-operation between praxis and science is necessary. 


The departments of universities and special institutions have to focus more 
on interdisciplinary and intercultural research and consultation. 


Research in a global perspective has to be promoted. International exchange 
programmes like Training and Research Mobility (TRM) should not be 
devoted mainly to engineering and natural sciences because most of our 
problems result from human activities. 


International co-operation based on common beliefs and values should be 
promoted by closer economic, political, social, scientific and cultural 
initiatives. By this we will be able to overcome the different crises of today 
and tomorrow and hopefully leave our continent for the next generation in a 
better shape than we inherited it. 
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Figure 4: 


The Sustainable Company 


Profit Competition 
Globalisation 
Education International co-operation Science 
Employers Sustainable Industrial Relations Unions 
The sustainable company 


Sustainable development 


The aim is the ‘Sustainable Company’ on the base of sustainable Industrial 
Relations! 


CONCLUSIONS 


So, what are the primary perspectives on the employment relationship at the eve of 
the twenty-first century? There are - as mostly in life - two main options: 


(1) |The neo-conservative ‘pure’ capitalism is more and more successful in 
accumulating on a world wide scale and in dividing workers. The results will be more 
and more a two tier society where stable and well paid employment seems to 
become a privilege, the famous 20:80 society where 20 means twenty per cent of the 
population have stable employment (Martin/Schumann 1996). This system can go 
ahead as long as it still has the support of a majority of voters although, as we know, 
in the USA as in most East European countries and the former Soviet Union, the 
majority of the adult population does not even take part in elections. In the worst case 
authoritarian structures and national chauvinist movements will lead to new forms of 
conflicts and possibly civil wars as the experience in post-Yugoslavia demonstrated. 


(2) | The alternative to this can only be a ‘New’ social contract which overcomes 
national and gender cleavages, which protects the natural environment as well as 
human values. A cultural revolution as even the Club of Rome termed it in 1994, is 
necessary. Otherwise there is a good chance that our economic, social, political and 
cultural systems will break down around the year 2040 (Muller 1989, 1991). The 
recreation of a civil society instead of mass entertainment (Postman 1985) is a 
precondition for survival. This includes the strengthening of democracy (Tocqueville 
1986). Participation and co-management are the means for this in the field of work 
and employment (Szeéll 1992). Even enlightened managers like Schmidheiny and 
others see the necessity for a turn-around. This presupposes a change from 
defensive to constructive strategies for the unions where the aim is saving often 
stupid and harmful jobs, but should be the development of socially and ecologically 
useful activities. The trade unions as the biggest democratic organisations in our 
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societies, have to play a prominent role in this regard, and it becomes a question of 
their own survival. 
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